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ABSTRACT 
Research reveals gaps in the knowledge on the rank in priority a nonprofit organization should 
use when coordinating different annual giving solicitation channels, such as direct mail, digital 
media, and telefunding. There is also a gap in the way members of an organization’s solicitation 
pool can be convinced to make donations online rather than through other channels. Boston 
Ballet is a nonprofit that needs to determine whether or not electronic appeals leading to online 
donations are the most cost-effective and practical solicitation method to garner increased 
participation and contributed revenue from individuals. This thesis addresses Boston Ballet’s 
issue of facing a large operational budget cut and their need to evaluate each solicitation method 
to prepare their donors and prospects to make annual gifts in the most efficient way possible—
online. As Senior Manager of Annual Giving for Boston Ballet, I examined material from 
empirical and scholarly research through interviews and surveys, and conducted a data mine with 
revenue and participation figures from the organization’s database. I claim that, in today’s 
Development practices, electronic appeals have to be used in conjunction with direct mail, 
telefunding, and social media for a successful annual fund campaign in both contributed revenue 
and participation. This thesis presents qualitative and quantitative statistics on a critical method 
of fundraising for Boston Ballet that can be used by other nonprofit organizations across the 
nation.  
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Introduction 
Boston Ballet has been tasked by its Executive Director with finding a way to increase 
contributed revenue from renewing donors, reinstate gifts from lapsed donors, and acquire new 
donors from the single-ticket buyer, subscriber, and Boston Ballet School (BBS) parent and adult 
student constituencies. The purpose of this thesis is to find out whether or not electronic appeals 
driving online giving is the best method of solicitation for Boston Ballet to secure unrestricted 
annual gifts from individuals in its donor, audience patron, and BBS student bases. In this case, 
the word ‘best’ means the most cost-effective and judicious method for the organization to 
produce. Fundraising consultants Dunham and Company indicated that “in 2014, 20% of donors 
say they gave online in response to an email” (Dunham and Company 2014).  Such findings, 
supported by my research, might prompt the department to reprioritize its multi-channel 
approach currently in use for sending appeals. 
National nonprofit consultants M+R noted in their annual Benchmarks report that “email 
continues to account for about a third of online fundraising revenue…and more of that revenue is 
coming in the form of regular, reliable monthly giving” (M+R 2014).  Moreover, Blackbaud’s 
Director of Analytics, Steve MacLaughlin noted that, in the Online Fundraising Scorecard, 
“online giving in the United States now exceeds $20 billion annually and has continued to grow 
at double-digit rates for most of the past decade” (Dunham and Company and Next After 2014).  
I hope that my thesis will also help similarly structured nonprofit organizations determine the 
best method of fundraising with the current situation of having to increase contributed revenue 
despite reduced budgets.  
The units of analysis for this study included several diverse approaches to gather data.  I 
conducted interviews with independent professionals and industry experts from local and 
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regional consulting firms about electronic appeals and online giving. I distributed surveys to 
segments of Boston Ballet donor and prospect populations asking about their user experience 
when receiving and electronic appeal and making a gift through the website. A descriptive and 
predictive data mine of fiscal year 2013 (FY13) and fiscal year 2014 (FY14) contributed revenue 
and participation was prepared with information I retrieved from Boston Ballet’s database, 
Tessitura. The data gathered included donations made through different solicitation channels and 
performance metrics of electronic appeals. There was also a review of the Development 
Department’s operating budget as well as an evaluation on the user experience of a person who 
tries to make a donation on Boston Ballet’s website after receiving an electronic appeal. 
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Definition of Terms 
1. A/B Testing—the act of comparing two versions of an electronic communication to see 
which one performs better.  
2. Annual gifts—individual donations made to a nonprofit organization that are unrestricted 
and help to finance the cost of operations. 
3. Appeal—a method in which a nonprofit organization requests philanthropic support from 
individuals. 
4. Click-through rate—the number of people who click on a specific link in an electronic 
communication out of the total group of people who received it.  
5. Donor—a person who donates to a nonprofit organization. 
6. Donor base—a group of current individual donors to a nonprofit organization. 
7. Direct mail appeals—a method in which a nonprofit organization requests philanthropic 
support from individuals by sending mailings in printed form. 
8. Electronic appeals—a method in which a nonprofit organization requests philanthropic 
support from individuals by sending electronic communications in the form of an email. 
9. Electronic communications—different types of emails in which a nonprofit organization 
communicates with its patrons, donors, and/or the general public. Electronic appeals are a 
form of electronic communications.  
10. Engagement rate—the measurement used to determine how many people open and click 
on a link in a specific electronic communication.  
11. Leadership gifts—individual donations to Boston Ballet between $2,500 and $24,999. 
Leadership gifts are recognized in a donor group named the Benefactors’ Circle. 
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12. Multi-channel approach—a strategy to request for philanthropic support from individuals 
using a combination of direct mail, electronic appeals, telefunding, and social media. 
13. New acquisitions—a group of new donors to a nonprofit organization who have had no 
previous history of philanthropic support. 
14. Online fundraising—a way in which a nonprofit organization accepts and processes 
annual gifts through its web site. 
15. Open rate—the measurement of how many people open an electronic communication 
from the sender (nonprofit organization). 
16. Opt-out rate—the rate at which a recipient of electronic communications chooses to avoid 
receiving information from the sender (nonprofit organization). 
17. Patron base—a group of individuals who participate in a nonprofit organization by 
purchasing tickets, subscriptions, and/or enrolling in educational programs. 
18. Prospect—a person who is not a donor to a nonprofit organization, but has the financial 
resources and/or interest to donate. 
19. Reinstatements—a group of lapsed individual donors to a nonprofit organization who are 
solicited to reestablish their philanthropic support. 
20. Renewals—a group of current individual donors to a nonprofit organization who will be 
solicited to renew their philanthropic support. 
21. Solicitation—a request for a specific amount of money sent to individuals for 
philanthropic support of a nonprofit organization. 
Telefunding—a way in which a nonprofit organization accepts and processes annual gifts 
over the phone, usually through a call center. 
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Problem Statement 
Boston Ballet relies primarily on direct mail for soliciting and receiving annual, 
unrestricted gifts from individuals for donations up to $2,500
1
. In order to keep up with the 
changing demographics of its patron and donor bases, along with industry best-practices for 
campaign solicitations, the Development Department has been engaging a multi-channel 
approach since FY10 for sending appeals using direct mail, digital media, and telefunding.
2
  
The newly appointed Executive Director had to cut Boston Ballet’s FY15 general 
operating budget by 50%. She raised many questions when evaluating the Development 
Department expenses, in particular, what the return on investment was for each of the annual 
giving solicitation channels. Direct mail appeals cost the most for the department financially and 
logistically, yet yielded the greatest amount in contributed revenue. Website gifts linked to 
electronic appeals did not bring in as much contributed revenue, but cost considerably less to 
produce. The Executive Director and Senior Leaders in Development decided that more 
electronic appeals should be deployed and fewer direct mail appeals should be mailed. The FY15 
contributed revenue and participation goals for electronic appeals were both set at a 12% 
increase over FY14 actuals to raise $75,473 from 86 donors. However, as Senior Manager of 
Annual Giving, I raised important questions: will sending more electronic appeals solve the 
problem when working with a reduced budget by keeping expenses low, logistics manageable, 
but contributed revenue high? Can Boston Ballet’s Development Department change its 
fundraising strategy to rely more on electronic appeals to collect higher annual gifts and increase 
                                                 
1
 Annual gifts of $2,500 and greater are considered leadership gifts at Boston Ballet and are 
solicited differently than those at a lesser amount. The threshold for leadership gifts was 
increased from $2,000 to $2,500 for FY14. 
2
 Boston Ballet operates an in-house Call Center where telemarketing and telefunding campaigns 
are run over a 52-week period.  
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participation? In order to answer those questions, it was critical to know whether Boston Ballet 
can condition its donor and prospect constituencies to choose to donate online after being 
solicited electronically rather than donate through direct mail or telefunding. This problem does 
not seem to be unique to Boston Ballet, but is one that exists in nonprofit organizations 
regardless of sector, size, or location. 
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Research Question 
I addressed the following question for the purpose of this study: 
Due to general operating budget cuts, should Boston Ballet create and implement 
a more comprehensive electronic appeal program to solicit unrestricted annual 
gifts from individuals and have it take priority in Development’s multi-channel 
approach? 
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Methods 
By using empirical and scholarly research, I conducted interviews, sent surveys, and 
created statistical reports using Boston Ballet’s fiscal data to help answer the research question 
and test the hypothesis. I also tested user experience when those who receive an electronic appeal 
make a donation on Boston Ballet’s website. The chart below details the empirical and scholarly 
research design and explains how I collected the data from specific people in different sectors. 
 
Research Design 
 
 
 
Data Collection 
 
I gathered information by interviewing Boston Ballet administrators, Development 
consultants, and email marketing experts. Interviews were held either in person or over the 
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phone, and focused on the area of expertise of the interviewee as it relates to fundraising 
practices and experience with electronic appeals. Interviews were about an hour in length and 
questions referred to articles written by the interviewee and Boston Ballet’s current email 
strategy in Institutional Advancement.  
Descriptive data mining was used to create statistical graphs and charts using information 
from Tessitura, Boston Ballet’s database. From Boston Ballet’s Marketing Department, the 
Director of Digital Strategy, Digital Design Manager, and Digital Analytics Manager assisted 
with the data mine. My graphs and charts show a contributed revenue and participation 
comparison between FY13 and FY14 online donations; metrics of electronic appeals in the same 
fiscal years; donor behavior year-over-year with renewal, reinstatement, and new acquisition 
rates; and the return on investment for the electronic appeals deployed. I reviewed electronic 
appeal themes and content thoroughly to reveal any quantitative patterns. 
I created a survey of 37 questions in Survey Monkey and deployed it through an email 
service named Wordfly. The survey went to current donors who make their donations through 
electronic appeals. I incentivized the survey recipients by entering them in a raffle to win a gift 
of Boston Ballet retail merchandise.  
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Literature Review 
The following research was done on studies pertaining to electronic appeals, online 
fundraising, and email marketing. I found the majority of my research through online resources 
written by Development or Marketing experts in the nonprofit field. Consulting firms 
specializing in performance analysis had the most accessible and timely research on donor 
behavior with online fundraising.  
 
Electronic Appeals 
 
In “E-mail Versus Direct Mail: Which Works Better?,” Ivan Levison writes that both 
have their advantages and disadvantages. Email is cheap, fast, and provides a great testing 
medium. However, reliable email lists are hard to find and, because the email environment is 
poor, it results in a lower delivery rate. Unlike email, direct mail has a good environment 
because of its higher delivery rate. Direct mail has higher front-end costs due to printing and 
postage, but it is still a more personal method of communication in comparison to email. 
Levinson advises to keep testing email, but not to neglect direct mail because it is a time-honored 
generator of contributed revenue (Levison 2015).   
Luke Heffron states that combining channels for direct marketing is more consistent and 
effective than using a single channel strategy in his piece “E-mail and Direct Mail Are Not on 
Opposing Teams.” The reason for that is simple: patrons are engaging us instead of us engaging 
them, and they are engaging us through their channel of choice. Combining solicitation channels 
also has a positive effect by creating regular interaction with the audience. An organization can 
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provide better customer service by following the patron’s communication channel of choice 
(Heffron 2014).  
“How Many Fundraising Emails Should You Send a Year?,” by Justin Perkins, explains 
how to get the most out of an email fundraising program. The most experienced and successful 
fundraisers send out the most appeals; more emails mean more revenue. Sending quarterly 
appeals might work for fundraising programs just using direct mail; however, if a nonprofit is 
going to develop significant revenue from an email-based fundraising program, then sending 
quarterly emails is not enough. There is an art to fundraising through email. An electronic appeal 
has to tell a story, the landing pages on your website have to be optimized, and cultivation and 
advocacy emails should be integrated between appeals. Content personalization is key and 
immediate thanks must be made to those who donated through email (Perkins 2013).  
Joe Garecht claims in “Direct Mail or E-mail: What’s Best for Fundraising?” that there 
are two opposing philosophies in Development departments when it comes to fundraising. There 
is the “tried and true” group who rely on traditional solicitation methods like direct mail and the 
“new and nimble” group who believe in new methods like email. Both groups use methods that 
essentially work. People still respond to direct mail—it is a tactile, visually interesting, and 
makes an organization seem professional. People respond to email because it is efficient and 
yields immediate results. The most important thing Development professionals can ask 
themselves is which method of solicitation will help them achieve their fundraising campaign 
goals. Given the research, both methods may be best (Garecht 2013). 
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Online Fundraising 
 
In “5 Tips for Raising More Money Online for Your Non-Profit,” Joe Garecht describes 
how a nonprofit can raise more money online, noting that it is important to build an email list 
from those who have given the organization permission to communicate with them. Online 
fundraising should be a part of a comprehensive program and “asks” for donations should be 
made only after a nonprofit cultivates a relationship with prospective donors. Social media sites 
can be used as a funnel where the nonprofit can find new donors and engage current ones as part 
of a larger online fundraising strategy. Crowdfunding is a relatively new, communal approach to 
fundraising, but should be integrated in a nonprofit’s online fundraising strategy (Garecht 2013).   
Octant Analytics explains in Direct Mail vs. Online Fundraising that both methods of 
fundraising are thought of as two different donor segments: direct mail or online respondents 
Data from over 16,000 donors fell into either one of those segments. Their analysis helps 
nonprofits understand the differences in demographics of those who respond to direct mail as 
opposed to email (Octant Analytics 2014). 
The Online Fundraising Scorecard, A National Study Analyzing Online Fundraising 
Habits & Donor Experience was conducted in 2014 by Dunham+Company and NextAfter. It 
analyzed the fundraising habits and donor experiences of over 150 national charities to determine 
if they are facilitating or inhibiting online fundraising growth. Researchers examined the four 
steps of the online fundraising process: email registration, email communication, online donation 
experience, and gift acknowledgement. From the research, the results validated the difference of 
ideal habits versus what is really happening in charities. Not one charity is truly succeeding in 
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having a website optimized for online fundraising, but there is opportunity for improvement 
(Dunham+Company and NextAfter 2014).  
“The Effect of Individuals’ Organization Affiliation on Their Internet Donations” by 
Christopher G. Reddick and Branco Ponomariov examines a sample of Internet users on the 
likelihood of making online donations. Internet users are more likely to donate online if they are 
engaged in offline networks. Online donations are made because of social engagement rather 
than use of and exposure to Internet media (Reddick and Ponomariov 2012). 
 
Email Marketing 
 
Convio, Inc. created a guide, Basics of Email Marketing for Nonprofits—Using Email 
Communications to Build and Strengthen Constituent Relationships, with data from over 1,400 
nonprofits. Email marketing is an effective online tool for nonprofits because it is relatively 
inexpensive, immediate, yields quick results, and can be personalized to target certain 
constituencies. There are several steps to building a successful online marketing strategy: build 
and maintain your email address file, drive traffic to the organization’s website, grow your email 
address list through viral marketing, create a dialogue among your electronic pieces, and form 
constituent profiles. To have successful email communications and avoid spam, it is crucial for 
the organization to listen to a supporter’s opinion and keep the email list clean. Email should 
have clear content and legitimate frequency. An organization can evaluate and develop more 
successful email campaigns by measuring results and response rates (Convivo 2010). 
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Digital Media Analysis 
 
The 2014 M+R Benchmarks Study published by M+R and the Nonprofit Technology 
Network collected data from 84 nonprofits in 2013 on many statistics including email list size, 
email messaging, fundraising, website circulation, online advocacy, and social media. Study 
participants provided data about individual email messages sent in 2012 and 2013 and coded 
their email messages by category type. 
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Hypothesis 
There is a need to know if Boston Ballet can rely on electronic appeals to raise more 
money because the organization has to spend less money on solicitations. I hypothesize that the 
more Boston Ballet redirects staff time to prioritize creating and implementing a more 
comprehensive electronic appeal program, the more successful the Development Department 
will be in generating higher annual gifts in both revenue and participation. My research 
determines whether Boston Ballet can implement a robust electronic appeal program to 
complement its existing multi-channel approach based on historic data.  
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Results 
 
FY13-FY14 Institutional Advancement Email Performance 
 
Many general electronic communications Boston Ballet sent between FY13 and FY14 
included Development messaging with a moderate appeal for donations, despite the content’s 
primary focus on marketing news or box office ticket and subscription promotions. 
Cells highlighted in yellow in Figure 1 indicate the top-performing electronic 
communication in specific categories: Donors, Contributed Revenue, Average Gift, Open Rate, 
Click Rate, Engagement Rate, and Opt-Out Rate. Text in red font indicates the bottom-
performing electronic communication in the abovementioned categories. Two of the 
communications with the greatest number of donors were sent at critical times of the year: the 
end of the calendar year when people are prone to make donations during the holiday season and 
before the end of the tax year, and at the end of Boston Ballet’s fiscal year (June 30) when the 
organization closes out donations in preparation for the audit. (See Appendices A.1 and A.2).  
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Figure 1. 
Engagement rate is considered the most important metric when determining if an email 
has a positive effect on its receiver. Statistics from Wordfly indicate that there was a decrease in 
engagement rate over fiscal years. The average engagement rate for electronic appeals was 
6.19%, much lower than the general electronic communications that did not have Development 
messaging. In comparison, general electronic communications from Boston Ballet have an 
average of a 14% engagement rate. 
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Figure 2. 
  From the data mined from Tessitura and Wordfly, it is apparent that there was a large 
increase in donations to Boston Ballet from FY13 to FY14 as seen in Figure 3.  
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Figure 3. 
  The late fall and early winter seasons were the most popular times of year for the 
organization to receive donations, as seen in Figure 4. At Boston Ballet, that time of year is 
considered Quarter 2 and includes October, November, and December. 
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Figure 4. 
  In both years, November and December saw the highest yield and the highest average gift 
amount per electronic appeal, as shown in Figure 5. 
 
Figure 5. 
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  Giving level distribution in Figure 6 indicates that Friends’ Circle donors are most 
responsive to Boston Ballet’s electronic communications. The Friends’ Circle is composed of 
donors who give between $75-$2,499 annually. Those who are considered leadership donors in 
the Benefactors’ Circle are starting to show an interest in joining or renewing their gift through 
electronic appeals. The Benefactors’ Circle includes donors who give between $2,500-$24,999 
annually. 
 
Figure 6. 
  The count of electronic appeals sent between FY13 and FY14 was inconsistent. 
Therefore, it is difficult to determine if the frequency of electronic communications resulted in 
higher contributed revenue for FY14 specifically (See Figure 7). 
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Figure 7. 
  Quarter 2 had the best return on investment in both fiscal years as shown in Figure 8.  
 
Figure 8. 
  Electronic appeal content based on The Nutcracker generated an above-average amount 
in donation size. In addition, content that had stewardship messaging around the Thanksgiving 
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holiday or stories on community initiatives saw higher donation values (See Appendix B). Since 
Thanksgiving and The Nutcracker take place between November and December, it is difficult to 
know if the increase in donation amounts and values were because of the time of year or content 
of the electronic appeals. People might also be inspired to donate because of content featuring 
community initiatives around the holiday season. 
 
FY13 Electronic Appeal Performance 
 
Figure 9 shows the metrics of electronic appeals sent between July 1, 2012 and June 30, 
2013. Five out of ten emails resulted in donations, and all ten were sent between November 
through January and June with two sent in November alone. November was the peak month for 
contributed revenue (Figure 10), average gift size (Figure 11), and return on investment. 
However, June had the strongest performance metrics for Open Rate, Click Rate, and 
Engagement Rate.  
 
Figure 9. 
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Figure 10. 
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Figure 11. 
Most donations made were in the Friends’ Circle giving levels ($75-$1,999) as shown in 
Figure 12. Out of all sources of contributed revenue, Website/Email only accounted for 1% 
compared with In Person solicitations accounting for 39% as shown in Figure 13.  
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Figure 12. 
 
Figure 13. 
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FY14 Electronic Appeal Performance 
 
According to Figure 14, it is apparent that more Development emails deployed between 
July 1, 2013 and June 30, 2014. That is a 260% increase over emails sent in FY13. Thirteen out 
of eighteen emails resulted in donations with two sent in December and seven in June as part of a 
sub-campaign for the close of Boston Ballet’s fiscal year.  
 
Figure 14. 
  Once again, November was the peak month for contributed revenue (Figure 15), average 
gift size (Figure 16), and return on investment. Only one electronic appeal had a higher than 
average open rate, at nearly 50% with no opt-out. That appeal featured a Boston Ballet Trustee 
and member of the Development Committee in a candid photo with a costumed character from 
The Nutcracker (See Appendix B). 
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Figure 15. 
 
Figure 16. 
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  Six donations were made at the Benefactors’ Circle giving levels ($2,500-$24,999) which 
explains the monetary success of the November electronic appeal. Performance metrics show a 
tie in strength between November for Click Rate and Engagement Rate and May for Open Rate 
and Opt-Out Rate. Most donations were made in the Friends’ Circle giving levels again ($75-
$2,499) but there was a stronger presence from the Advocate level donors ($1-$74.99) in FY14 
as shown in Figure 17.  
 
Figure 17. 
  Out of all sources of contributed revenue, Website/Email still only accounted for 1% 
compared with In Person solicitations accounting for 40% (See Figure 18). 
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Figure 18. 
 
Survey Results 
 
  I created a survey for Boston Ballet donors who make their donations expressly through 
electronic appeals. I was interested in understanding their motives for donating to Boston Ballet 
and learning about their philanthropic behaviors. My survey was live from June 6 through July 6, 
2015; it was sent to 184 donors and garnered 24 responses. (See Appendix E.1). 
  Seventy-one percent of email donors care most about the mission of a non-profit as their 
reason for making their initial donation to Boston Ballet, and 88% of them renew their donation 
to support dance as an art form. If an email donor had to switch to a different channel to make 
his or her donation, 50% would give through the website unprompted by an electronic appeal, 
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yet direct mail would be their second preferred channel. All email donors indicated that they are 
most likely to donate in the spring and least likely to donate in the summer even though the data 
shows that most donations occur in Quarter 2 (October-December). Email donors are likely to 
renew their donation the following fiscal year, undecided on whether they will increase their 
donation, and unlikely to donate twice within a year. Based on the monetary amount of their 
donation, 63% feel that their gift has moderate impact on Boston Ballet’s daily operational 
expenses.  
  I was not surprised by some of the results concerning the behaviors of our email donors, 
such as the fact that ninety-two percent of them receive electronic appeals to their personal 
accounts. Most prefer to make their donation by email because of its convenience. The subject 
line is most important when determining whether to open an electronic appeal, and, once they 
open it, they enjoy the images the best. Email donors donate to Boston Ballet within six months 
to a year after opening an electronic appeal and many of them noted that they use the appeals as 
a reminder to donate. The majority (50%) of email donors indicated that they receive the right 
amount of electronic appeals from Boston Ballet. I was happy to learn that 62% of them would 
contact the organization if their email address changed. 
  A few questions revolved around stewardship, and I learned that most email donors take 
advantage of the benefits at their giving level, but between 20-25% are unaware they receive 
benefits. Of those who take advantage of benefits, behind-the-scenes opportunities are the most 
appealing followed by the ability to purchase performance tickets before the general public. An 
overwhelming majority of donors feel properly thanked by Boston Ballet for their donation 
which might explain why most of them have been giving to Boston Ballet for seven years or 
longer. 
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  In the context of box office behavior, email donors are split in half when it comes to 
holding a subscription or buying single tickets. Fifty-four percent of email donors subscribe and 
50% buy tickets. Thus, attending a Boston Ballet production likely inspires a donation.  
  I included optional demographic questions in the survey to gain insight into how my 
email donors identify themselves by gender, race, age, and income. Of those who answered the 
questions, the majority were female, Caucasian, and, in the youngest age bracket, 40 years old 
and younger. Email donors appear to fall within the highest annual income bracket of $100,000 
and greater. These demographic data also correlate with Reddick and Ponomariov’s study that 
found “men are less likely to donate online… [and] people with college degrees and higher 
incomes are more likely to donate online.” (Reddick and Ponomariov 2012).  
 
Website Donation User Experience 
 
  Any Development professional would agree that the most important thing to consider 
when making an online donation is that it is easy to do. I was curious about the user experience 
Boston Ballet donors and prospects have when making an online donation, so I tested the process 
using both my mobile phone and laptop computer as if I was a new ballet patron who wanted to 
learn more about how to support the ballet.  
  Learning about how to make a donation on Boston Ballet’s website, whether on a 
computer or a mobile phone, is a long and intricate process. Boston Ballet does not have a 
mobile website, so the activity was further complicated by having to resize each webpage on my 
phone’s screen to see the text better in order to click in the right place. I had to navigate through 
ten different steps to make an online donation (See Appendices D.1-D.10). However, if I did not 
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want to learn about how to give, I could have clicked on a homepage link labeled “Donate Now” 
on the homepage and eliminated of two out of the ten steps. When the time came for me to enter 
my credit card information, I was prompted to become a registered user. I could not make the 
donation without creating an account and password. After I created an account, my donation was 
put into a shopping cart as if I was buying performance tickets or merchandise from Boston 
Ballet Shop. The next webpage asked me to select a shipping method; however, I saw a 
highlighted button labeled “Payment Options” which then led me to the webpage where I could 
enter my credit card information. Once I did that, I was asked to click a button labeled “Place my 
order.” After my credit card information was processed, I was thanked for my order, but not 
thanked for my donation.  
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Discussion 
The results of this study will benefit Boston Ballet by identifying whether or not 
electronic appeals have the greatest return on investment for securing donations compared to 
using other solicitation channels. This study will also reveal the level of priority of electronic 
appeals should have as part of a broader multi-channel approach in an annual giving campaign.  
Many nonprofits, including Boston Ballet, face operating budget cuts to their department 
expenses, and I hope that the information here will help all nonprofit arts organizations evaluate 
and reconsider their approach when using electronic appeals to inspire online donations. I expect 
that this study will affect future research on donor behavior by determining how to condition 
individuals in a solicitation pool to donate online instead of through a more expensive and less 
environmentally conscious methods like direct mail. Reddick and Ponomariov claim that “higher 
levels of associational participation will increase the likelihood of contributing to various causes 
or charities” (Reddick and Ponomariov 2012).  Therefore, the more Boston Ballet can engage its 
patrons and donors as volunteers or ambassadors, the more likely they will receive donations.  
Boston Ballet might be missing some donations due to a few key factors: the difficult 
online donation experience and unknown email addresses. As noted in the survey results, most 
email donors make an online donation because of its convenience even though Boston Ballet’s 
online donation process is laborious and misguiding. As MacLaughlin declared in the Online 
Fundraising Scorecard, “donors are certainly driving the shift to online giving for a variety of 
reason including convenience, mobility, and an accelerated blurring of the lines between the 
online and offline worlds” (Dunham and Company and Next After 2014). Tom Ahern, a 
fundraising consultant, said in our interview that “the goal is to have the biggest, best, most 
qualified email database.” The organization rarely builds an append to find updated and new 
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email addresses of those in the Tessitura database, but Boston Ballet still has a relatively clean 
list of around 54,000 active email addresses. Of all the active records in Boston Ballet’s 
database, over 105,000 requested not to be contacted by email and there are over 50,000 records 
marked “Do not solicit” via email. (At the end of FY14, an additional 400 donors requested not 
to be solicited by email). This group reflects a near 50/50 split between those who do not want to 
be emailed marketing materials (52,732) and those who do not want to be solicited by email 
(52,307). The majority of subscribers and single ticket buyers provide box office staff with their 
email addresses, but there is a small group of Boston Ballet School parents and adult students 
who do not provide one. Out of 1,612 registered adult students, 341 did not provide an email 
address, and, out of 2,191 registered families, nine did not provide one.  
With all that being mentioned, Boston Ballet saw low unsubscribe and bounce rates in 
FY14, likely because we are being strategic with the content of our electronic communications 
by monitoring the amount of email we send weekly and segmenting distribution lists by 
constituency group. What happened at Boston Ballet also reflects the findings in the M+R 
Benchmarks study: 
One partial explanation for the declines in unsubscribe rates could be that more 
nonprofits are thinking about list hygiene and adopting a more sophisticated 
segmentation approach: removing unresponsive subscribers or suppressing them from 
some messaging, perhaps. That means targeting those supporters most likely to engage on 
a given issue—and less likely to unsubscribe.(M+R 2014)  
 
I identified key weaknesses in this study, primarily with the interpretation and 
implementation of business practices in Boston Ballet’s Development Department with annual 
giving programs and data entry in Tessitura. Frequent staff turnover seems to have affected the 
staff and business practices negatively. The high staff turnover rate has lent many different 
opinions and interpretations on how to structure the annual fund solicitation calendar, its 
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components, and standardization of information going in and coming out of the database for 
reports. Therefore, it was difficult for me to extract clean data from Tessitura to do an honest 
comparative analysis between FY13 and FY14.  
Electronic communications were deployed inconsistently in order to “get a good digital 
[fundraising] program going,” according to Ahern. The number of emails deployed year over 
year changed drastically. The template of the emails changed too; however, the content of emails 
remained consistent during special times of the year like holiday, the end of the calendar and 
fiscal years.  
When it comes to attributing a gift to an annual fund source like electronic appeals and 
online donations, the practice is as follows: if a person opened or clicked through an email (as 
marked in a person’s Tessitura record), waits up to 30 days, then makes a donation on Boston 
Ballet’s website, then its source is the email promoted in his or her record. However, if the 
donation is made online after 30 days, then its source is attributed to the website.  
There were electronic appeals that did not generate donations, specifically in Quarter 1 
(July-September), December 2013, and June 2014. I believe this happened in Quarter 1 because 
the performance season has ended and most of Boston Ballet’s patrons and donors are enjoying 
the summer months. Initially, I thought the appeals sent in December performed poorly because 
of infrequency and competition with other Boston Ballet emails that had content featuring ticket 
and subscription offers and general news. Conversely, the Benchmarks study discovered that 
“overall, supporters did not respond at a higher rate to fundraising messages in December than at 
any other time of year,” and, furthermore, “heavy messaging volume is what makes December 
stand out from other months, rather than higher response rates” (M+R 2014).  I found that the 
June 2014 appeals that performed poorly were ones with weak subject lines that did not build the 
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curiosity of the reader. Nevertheless, Boston Ballet does not send two different versions of the 
same electronic appeal, also known as A/B testing, so it is difficult to determine which type of 
subject line and content resonates with both prospects and donors.  
  There is validity to this proposed study both internally and externally. I think that Boston 
Ballet needs to rely on more lucrative solicitation channels than it has in the past, but I also think 
that Development needs to send more electronic appeals. In an interview, professional fundraiser 
Joe Garecht said “staff will always think they’re sending out too many emails. [They’re] not 
sending enough!” Justin Perkins, Vice President of Strategic Partnerships at Care2, thinks 
similarly, observing that:  
The most experienced, sophisticated and successful fundraisers are the ones who send out 
the most donor appeals. If you’re going to develop any significant revenue from a 
primarily email-based fundraising program, then quarterly email appeals aren’t enough. 
(Perkins 2014)
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Conclusion 
My thesis examines what drives Boston Ballet’s electronic appeal practices from both 
qualitative and quantitative perspectives. I pursued this topic to determine if a more 
comprehensive electronic appeal program would be lucrative enough to offset the expenses of 
the direct mail solicitation channel. In my initial theory, several aspects had to be taken in to 
consideration when evaluating electronic appeals. I still consider that these aspects might affect 
the success of any electronic appeal program regardless of a nonprofit’s sector.  
The first aspect concerns the digital divide: knowing how many in a solicitation pool 
have access to technology to receive electronic appeals, and, if so, then does the nonprofit 
organization have a viable group of prospects and donors who choose to be solicited by email? 
The second concerns the type of technology being used to view electronic appeals. An appeal 
viewed on a mobile phone, tablet, laptop, or personal computer presents content and layout 
differently because of the size of the device. The third aspect concerns the organization’s 
information technology infrastructure: assessing the reliability of an organization’s servers, 
network, and website functionality in order to send electronic appeals and receive online 
donations. The final aspect relates to the Development and Marketing administrators’ time 
creating the content and scheduling deployment of the electronic appeals. One must consider the 
reality that many nonprofit organizations are understaffed and, therefore, are managing a high 
volume of work daily.  
Timing when deploying electronic appeals is paramount to their success. The moment an 
email appears in a patron or donor’s inbox, to when the email is opened, to when a click through 
is made for an online donation determines the success or failure of an electronic appeal’s content. 
Based on the 3% growth in website and email donations from FY13 to FY14, I believe it is best 
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to deploy electronic appeals frequently—before, during, and after other methods of solicitation 
are sent so that the call to action is on the minds of those being solicited regularly. My opinion is 
supported by Ahern, who noted in an interview that, “To get a good digital [fundraising] 
program going, you have a pre-launch email, you then have a launch email, and then you have a 
chaser email that comes after the direct mail.”  Development emails have had the most success, 
as dictated by Wordfly metrics and return on investment, when they are deployed on Mondays 
and Fridays in the early evening. The time corresponds with the commute home from work when 
people are truly free to check the daily communication traffic on their mobile devices. According 
to Ahern, “Life is about this thing in the palm of your hand,” although I also agree with Garecht, 
who, in an interview noted that, “people still enjoy receiving a piece of mail.” 
An email subject line is critical too. Most of the struggle with email open rates is because 
the subject line neither inspires action nor sparks curiosity in its recipient to want to find out 
more from the organization. Why did they email me? Why do they need my help? How can I 
help them? The emails that had the highest open rates mentioned either Boston Ballet’s 50th 
Anniversary or marked the next edition of a (now) obsolete electronic newsletter for donors 
named BB Contributions.  
Once the electronic appeal is opened, it must have images and messages relevant to the 
different constituencies within the solicitation pool because, as Ahern observed, “targeted 
messaging is key” or else the content will not resonate with the recipient enough for his or her to 
make a donation. As Ahern notes, “The first gift you get from [a donor] isn’t [their] money. The 
first gift you get is [their] attention.” 
According to my research and data analysis, electronic appeals are not the best method of 
solicitation for Boston Ballet to secure unrestricted, annual donations. However, I firmly believe 
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that the organization should invest more money and dedicate more staff time to build a 
comprehensive electronic appeal program—one that should be consistent throughout the season 
and have personalized content relevant to certain constituencies. Electronic appeals should 
continue to be used in conjunction with direct mail, telefunding, and social media solicitation 
channels in order to create a cohesive annual giving campaign. Heffron writes that:  
Combining channels for direct marketing has been shown to be consistently more 
effective than any single channel strategy…customers are engaging us, instead of the 
other way around. And they’re doing this through their channel of choice, whenever and 
wherever they choose. 
 
 
Each solicitation channel, direct mail, telefunding, and digital media, must reinforce the “ask” 
amount presented to the renewing or prospective donor in a consistent and frequent manner. 
This, in turn, creates confidence in the person being solicited because it demonstrates that the 
organization has a strategic, comprehensive fundraising plan with a clear message for donor 
support.   
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Recommendations 
  Each stage of my research and data collection led me to a myriad of recommendations for 
Boston Ballet’s short-, mid-, and long-term strategies for successful electronic appeals. The 
digital media solicitation channel should be approached with just as much thought, time, and 
resources as direct mail or telefunding. 
 
Short-Term Strategies 
 
  Short-term strategies are ones that can be applied immediately without much additional 
staff time for preparation and creation. For instance, Development can easily send electronic 
appeals at noon (the typical lunch hour) or just before the evening commute on Mondays and 
Fridays. Marketing and Development staff can work together to wordsmith subject lines, write 
messaging, and use imagery that speaks to key constituency groups at Boston Ballet: subscribers, 
single-ticket buyers, Boston Ballet School parents, and adult students. This approach is in line 
with the proposal of fundraising consultant John Haydon, who, in an email interview, urged 
development professionals to: 
[Tell] more powerful stories with pictures. Show action…Show relationship…Show 
location…Show community…Show contrast…Show a unique perspective…Show a 
beginning, middle and end. 
 
 
 
 
All electronic appeals should include a clear ask amount for prospects and donors or a “value 
proposition” (Dunham and Company and Next After 2014) using data from Tessitura on 
donation history instead of using a general message for support. Haydon asserts that it is best to 
“talk about the money” and “gain the trust of potential donors by being transparent about your 
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funding gap” (Haydon 2014).  The Development department should not be afraid to include the 
fundraising goals for both contributed revenue and participation in appeals periodically. 
  Donors should be stewarded as often as they are solicited. That means a personalized 
follow-up phone call or hand-written note thanking them for their donation should be sent within 
a few days of the donor receiving an electronic acknowledgement letter. Having a Company 
dancer make the phone call or write the note would be a clever tactic to thank donors. 
 
Mid-Term Strategies 
 
  More staff time and resources are needed for mid-term strategies, and Development could 
reasonably apply them over a six-month period. One of the most important things for them to do 
is educate donors and prospects on the impact their donation has on Boston Ballet, as well as to 
explain the practicality of making donations online rather than through another solicitation 
channel.  
  A/B testing should be used to find out which type of electronic appeal message or image 
resonates best with our donors and prospects; the one that performs the best should be retained 
going forward. All of my research indicates that, “when it comes to optimizing emails, marketing 
intuition is not enough. Testing is what trumps marketing intuition” (Dunham and Company and 
Next After 2014).
 
 Moreover, social media-based campaigns like #GivingTuesday should be 
used in tandem with electronic appeals to increase publicity for Boston Ballet’s funding needs. 
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Long-Term Strategies 
 
  Long-term strategies bring with them high expenses that have to be budgeted for in 
advance. They also need careful research and execution from consultants and leadership staff 
across the organization. Some of the long-term strategies are not that cost prohibitive nor time-
sensitive, but still require a large amount of dedication from colleagues across several 
departments.  
  It is imperative that Boston Ballet establishes a general electronic communications 
calendar for internal use organized by Department. Electronic appeals would be integrated in that 
calendar and allow more consistency with deployment rates without creating email fatigue. I 
believe that the increase in electronic appeals will create a stable engagement rate over time.  
Goals should base on both contributed revenue and participation for each electronic appeal and 
they should be imported to Tessitura so that progress of each appeal is easier to monitor and 
year-over-year analysis is simpler to extract.  
  Content should be written, submitted, and approved on all electronic appeals before the 
start of the season so that Development never misses a deployment date. It is also important that 
a portion of the operating budget is allocated to an annual email append. Perhaps it is an 
operational expense that can be split between departments since they all should be using a clean 
list of our donor and patron email addresses.   
  Fundraising should be fun! Development and Marketing should brainstorm creative 
campaigns to increase new acquisitions and reinstate lapsed donors. A special fundraising call-
to-action like a Pointe Shoe Fund or subsidizing tickets to send deserving youth and their 
families to see a performance might do well with certain solicitation groups.  
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  The strategy that requires a large budget and careful research is investing in Boston 
Ballet’s data infrastructure and building a new website to address many issues, including the 
complicated process to make an online donation. Prospective donors like to learn how their 
donation is being put to use and how it has an overall impact on the organization. Donors are 
often proud to support an organization and want to share their philanthropic experience with 
others. That is why it is important to “create a ‘thank you’ page for new donors” and “include 
call-to-actions for social sharing” (Haydon 2014). Having an easy-to-view online donation 
experience on a mobile device is imperative because only “eighty-four percent of organizations 
have an online donation experience that is not optimized for viewing on a mobile device” 
(Dunham and Company and Next After 2014). Boston Ballet has an opportunity to be among the 
few nonprofit arts organizations with optimized mobile viewing. The good news is that Boston 
Ballet has secured the funding to create a new website with hopes to launch it at the start of the 
2016-2017 Season. 
  I believe that electronic appeals supported by a comprehensive multi-channel solicitation 
strategy are an integral part of any annual giving campaign regardless of a nonprofit 
organization’s sector or size. Development departments across the nation, including Boston 
Ballet, should take the time to evaluate their procedures, allocate budget money, and commit 
staff time to create regular, personalized electronic appeals. My recommendations for Boston 
Ballet can be applied to any nonprofit that wants to grow their donor base and increase their 
contributed revenue. The most important thing for any nonprofit organization to do is inspire 
meaningful philanthropic support—and electronic appeals can help achieve that now. 
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